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Graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) have been described as being ‘neither fish nor fowl’, occupying a role between student and teacher. Their multiple identities are commonly framed within the literature as a key challenge. The present study explored the perspectives of GTAs when discussing their teaching work, through activity-oriented focus groups with nine GTAs from a UK university. Thematic analysis revealed that whilst GTAs showed a lack of clarity over their identity, they are actively involved in the process of ‘identity work’ through negotiating an emerging professional identity. Furthermore, liminality of status, being neither fully a student nor teacher, allows GTAs to operate with identity malleability, adjusting their most salient identity to meet the demands of the situation. It is argued that rather than occupying an ‘ambiguous niche’, GTAs occupy a ‘unique niche’ and the identity malleability they possess affords the optimum conditions in which to engage in identity work. 




Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) are postgraduate research students who undertake teaching duties either as the main source of, or as a supplement to, the funding for their doctorate​[1]​. The current challenges facing the UK Higher Education (HE) sector make dialogue over the role of GTAs timely (Chadha, 2013); the rise in both tuition fees and student expectations are occurring alongside the challenge of greater resource constraints and wider pressures on academics’ time (Vostal, 2015).
Unlike academic staff, GTAs occupy the roles of both teacher and student, which can lead to role conflict (Park & Ramos, 2002).  Surveys exploring the experiences of GTAs often reveal that they struggle to form a coherent sense of identity, being described as ‘neither fish nor fowl’ (Park, 2002, p. 50). They occupy an ‘ambiguous niche’, with simultaneous roles as teacher, researcher, student and employee (Vaughan, 1998, p. 43). This can result in postgraduate ‘chameleons’ (Harland & Plangger, 2004, p. 73), who are required to constantly change their most salient identity. Identity is a crucial perspective on the doctoral experience and has the potential to ‘shed light on obscured doctoral education issues’ (Jazvac-Martek, 2009, p. 253).
In order to develop their own sense of professional identity, GTAs have to first observe, and then internalise the behaviours and values of academics. In a sense, they must ‘try on possible professional selves to see how they fit’ (Colbeck, 2008, p. 9). As a result, GTAs may not see themselves as ‘real’ teachers (Dannels, 2000), yet teaching experience is crucial for the development of professional identity (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Gallego, 2014). However, a focus on either possessing or lacking an academic identity fails to consider the process of identity work​[2]​. The fluid nature of identity work means that individuals can enact different identities across situations, contributing to their ongoing construction. The theoretical framework of Role Identity Theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978) represents this process well. 
Role Identity Theory was used by Jazvac-Martek (2009) to explore the fluidity of identity and the ‘intermediary’ status occupied by doctoral students. This theory posits that individuals concurrently hold multiple roles and identities; individuals can ‘switch’ between roles, with the perceived attainment of a particular identity determined in part by the behaviours of others (Jazvac-Martek, 2009). For example, if a GTA is enacting the ‘teacher’ role identity, behaviour from students that respects this status has the potential to legitimise this role. However, if others’ behaviour leads the GTA to feel that they are not a ‘real’ teacher, the construction of this role identity will be impeded. 
The intermediate status held by GTAs has also been reflected in the literature through the concept of liminality, a position which is “ambiguous, neither here nor there, betwixt and between all fixed points of classification” (Turner, 1974, p. 232). Doctoral students are in a position of oscillation between statuses; moving beyond the student identity towards a professional identity. Both Raineri (2015) and Keefer (2015) conceptualise doctoral study as a liminal space, where “doctoral liminality can be an experiment in uncertainty, confusion and lack of confidence” (Keefer, 2015, p. 18). Keefer (2015) calls for more studies to adopt this important conceptual approach to understanding doctoral identity. Indeed, whilst this approach has been used to explore the research work of doctoral students (e.g. Jazvak-Martek, 2009; Keefer, 2015), it has not yet been applied to their teaching work. Park (2002) argues that a dialogue is urgently needed over framing the GTA role in such a way that prevents the ‘neither fish nor fowl’ experience. Clearly, this issue is timely and warrants exploration in the UK context (Chadha, 2013). 
Whilst surveys of GTAs’ experiences have highlighted the lack of clarity surrounding their identity as a key challenge, exploring this issue using qualitative methods, using Role Identity Theory, has the potential to provide new insight into whether the trajectory of GTAs’ identity work reflects the theoretical notion of liminality. The aim of the present study was to explore the experiences of UK GTAs in relation to their teaching work. 
Method
Participants and disciplinary context
Nine GTAs working in a School of Psychology in a UK University participated in the study (two male; seven female); institutional ethical guidelines for the conduct of pedagogical research were followed. This School of Psychology​[3]​ was deemed to be a suitable unit of study for understanding the experience of GTAs as the School makes substantial use of GTA support; alongside around 40 academic teaching staff, around 29 GTAs are employed, all of whom were invited to participate. The participants held a range of teaching experience, from one year (one participant), through two years (three participants) to three years (five participants). Similarly, a wide variety of teaching roles were represented: marking and feedback; leading group tutorials; lab demonstrations; and guest lectures. Five of the participants were required to undertake teaching as a requirement of their funding arrangements; the remainder chose to teach to supplement their income and/or gain experience. Whilst all the GTAs are given training before undertaking teaching work, aligned with the UK Professional Standards Framework, they are not given any specific briefing on how they might be perceived by students and faculty members. 
Data collection
Previous surveys into the GTA experience (e.g. Muzaka, 2009) typically require participants to comment on at least one benefit and challenge of the role. In order to more fully understand the perspectives of GTAs, particularly with regard to their identity, the present study gathered GTAs’ narratives through activity-oriented focus group discussions (Colucci, 2007). This method has the potential to elicit richer dialogue than simple questioning, and can be an effective way of surfacing participants’ perspectives (Colucci, 2007). Thus, whilst qualitative work typically employs a smaller sample size than quantitative surveys (e.g. Goering & Streiner, 1996), richer data can be elicited through the facilitation of dialogic exchange. 
	Two focus groups were conducted, facilitated by a member of academic staff with interests in the training and development of GTAs. Focus group one included four participants (three females, one male) and focus group two included five participants (four females, one male).  The focus groups were framed as an exploration of the experiences of GTAs, and used semi-structured questioning to explore three broad areas: the benefits and challenges of being a GTA, the role of a GTA, and training and support needs for GTAs.  Each focus group lasted approximately 90 minutes, and incorporated two short activities. These activities focused participants on the purpose of the ensuing discussion and encouraged dialogue.
In the first activity, participants were given twelve cards, each containing a statement of a potential problem that GTAs might face in their work​[4]​ (see Appendix 1 for examples). Participants were instructed to verbalise their thoughts and reach a consensus as a group​[5]​ where to place each statement on a scale ranging from ‘smallest challenge you face’ through to ‘biggest challenge you face’. The second activity was a group sentence completion exercise (see Appendix 2), involving statements relating to the benefits and challenges of GTA work, and training and support. Following discussion, a consensus was reached as to how to complete each sentence.  
Data analysis
The focus groups were audio recorded, transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2005). Previous surveys of GTA experiences (e.g. Muzaka, 2009; Park, 2002) divide the analysis into separate considerations of the benefits and problems of using GTAs to support teaching. However, this study aimed to capture a more nuanced picture of the nature of the GTA experience and therefore no coding framework was applied to the initial open coding of transcripts. The transcripts from each focus group were initially coded separately; however, the commonality across emerging themes led to analysis across the whole sample. 
Findings
Through their dialogue, GTAs explored the many facets of their role and the wider impact of this experience. Underlying these facets were threads of discourse revealing the ‘identity work’ process in action. Three broad themes emerged:
1.	Identity work: perceived identity; experiments with provisional selves
2.	Positioning: liminality; identity malleability
3.	Conflict between emerging self as teacher and researcher
Identity work
GTAs were engaged in the process of ‘identity work’, negotiating a transitory space between previously held and aspirational identities. This was evidenced through references to those aspects of identity that are possessed, or are difficult to possess, as well as experiments in ‘trying out’ aspects of the professional identity.

Perceived identity
There was limited evidence of a clearly defined identity on the part of GTAs, including a notable lack of reflexive awareness of self as ‘teacher’. Indeed Samantha​[6]​ described her role in the classroom as ‘…someone who’s pretending to be a lecturer for an hour’. In particular, many of the GTAs expressed concerns about their status as a ‘knowledgeable person’ and student expectations of their expertise and their ability to answer student queries. This issue seems to be particularly pronounced when GTAs begin teaching, as expressed by Grace:  
‘the first time I did some undergrad and MSc lectures I was a bit like, “please don’t ask me a question”, and that was it, just don’t answer any questions and I’ll be fine’ (Grace)
However, it appears that the teacher identity develops with experience; when completing the ranking activity, many of the GTAs expressed how they had felt ill-equipped to undertake many facets of the role when they first began working as a GTA, but no longer felt this way.  
Experiments with ‘provisional selves’
Within the transitional space between student and academic, there was evidence that whilst a professional identity had not been adopted, it was an aspiration. GTAs discussed how teaching work affords opportunities to ‘try on’ the professional identity and to experiment with the ‘provisional self’ as one occupying an academic career:
‘I’ve learnt quite a lot about interacting with students…what it’s like to be…the tutor…I appreciate the marking certainly and what it’s like on the other side’ (Sally)
However, in order for GTAs to be able to experiment with the role of ‘teacher’, they need the freedom and responsibility to make their own decisions about what and how to teach, which is unlikely to come from all aspects of teaching.  The participants in Focus Group 2 agreed with David when he expressed the importance of autonomy: 
‘…allowing us the freedom, allowed us to create a really interesting curriculum… I mean, we get to experiment with new things and try and see what works’ (David)
Even where GTAs have confidence to experiment with provisional selves, and are able to use experience to validate the emerging identity, there was evidence that other factors have the potential to shape or threaten the identity that is being worked upon: 
“…you go into the [admin] office, and they don’t know who you are, they think you’re a student…But when you’re taking on that role as a teacher, but you’re not recognised as a teacher, it does make it a bit difficult” (Grace)
‘… [students] think it’s OK not to show up cos you’re not a real lecturer’ (David)




GTAs held an ‘in-between’ status, and in many ways expressed negative perceptions of this status:
‘I think I’m a sort of adjunct… I don’t know, maybe [being a GTA] is a halfway house…’ (Tom)
‘[students] are not seeing you as a lecturer, yet they’re not seeing you as one of them’ (Charlotte)
What is evident here is that GTAs do not have a stable identity in line with either the student or lecturer roles. GTAs also spoke of students’ difficulty understanding their position. In particular, the differential between level of experience of the GTA and the student being taught can have a significant influence on the perceived status of GTAs:
‘…with undergraduates, there’s that distance between you and them, but MSc … if you’re in the first year of your PhD, and they’re like, “but you were doing this, six months ago” and you’re like, “yeah, I know”’ (Grace)
Taken together, these quotes reveal that liminality is something that is very much part of the experience of GTAs. 

Identity Malleability
Whilst GTAs were very aware of their status as neither student nor teacher, this was not always framed as a barrier. Tom explains how his position provides a potentially unique opportunity to display fluidity of identity, changing the group he most closely aligns himself with in order to meet the demands of the situation:
‘I suppose you take on different roles…if you want to kind of get [students] on your side, you kind of play down your role as kind of like an authority figure… you become one of them so you play to that student role, and then on the other hand, you know, you have to give them quite formal instructions in terms of how to do essays, how to plan, for critical thinking and that kind of thing so that’s much more a kind of lecturey position’ (Tom)
This fluidity of identity, with the ability to move one’s identity between student and academic, can be highly beneficial. In certain GTA roles identity malleability appears to be absent, for instance ‘demonstrating’ in practical classes:
 ‘what [students] see as somebody leading a tutorial I think is different to what they see as the person who’s roaming the room to help, when you have a lecturer and other people there to help, you have a very different status, so you’re not leading a group… you’re this adjunct’ (Sally)
Thus, the extent to which GTAs can experiment with different identities can vary according to the nature of the work undertaken. Further evidence of identity malleability was evident in the ways in which GTAs spoke of students. In some situations there was a lack of identification with students when marking their work. Participants in Focus Group 1 spoke of their frustration when they corrected errors in students’ work and then felt that their feedback was being ignored.  Sally then explained how this perception of students might impact teaching:
 ‘…it really downgraded my opinion of them, which influenced my approach to going into [the class], because I thought “who are these people?”’ (Sally)
In contrast to this, there was also evidence within both Focus Groups of a strong reflexive identification with students:
‘I had to catch myself and think…[students] have other priorities in their life…and maybe I’m more empathetic to them’ (Tom)
 “…actually I had a piece of work marked by a PhD student at university, and my first reaction was the same as theirs, why is a PhD student marking my work?...’ (Samantha)
Here we see evidence of a different kind of malleability; an empathy with students based on similarity of experience, rather than adopting the identity of a student themselves. In summary, rather than GTAs occupying a fixed ‘in between’ status as neither teacher nor student, many display fluidity in their most salient identity. On some occasions, they can choose to identify closely with students, but on others they can choose to attempt a position of authority.

Conflict between emerging self as teacher and researcher 
Beyond the often malleable teacher and student identities negotiated by GTAs, a common experience reported by the GTAs was feeling conflict between their teaching and research work, and the discomfort that this can produce: 
‘I won’t be doing anything on my PhD whilst I have the marking. It makes me feel really bad’ (Esther)
Participants recognised their researcher identity being overtaken by their emerging teacher identity, with these activities seen as mutually exclusive. Such conflict is in part driven by the perceptions of important figures such as PhD supervisors, who recognise the potential for teaching to derail progress on research:
‘…[my PhD supervisor] was quite happy once I’d handed [marking] in and said, “right are we going to do some work now?”…’ (Tom)
Thus, GTAs spoke of separate teacher and researcher identities, rather than an encompassing academic identity. There was a strong sense of agreement between participants in both focus groups when discussing this issue.

Discussion and implications
	The present study, situated within the framework of Role Identity Theory, revealed multiple roles and processes of identity work experienced by GTAs. The data illustrate that malleability in adopting multiple identities is often practiced as a way of negotiating the liminal space between student and academic. 
It was evident that, in line with Role Identity Theory, GTAs engaged in a process of enactment to ‘try on’ the professional identity and experience what it may be like. Our data suggest that this enactment can be tempered by issues of confidence in adopting the identity of ‘knowledgeable person’ that the definition of teacher entails. This has commonly been described as a key concern of GTAs (e.g. Cho, Kim, Svinicki & Decker, 2011).  Also in support of Role Identity Theory, our data suggest that whilst teaching work gives doctoral students the opportunity to ‘test drive’ the academic role, their student role identity is not permanently ‘cast off’; others can re-impose it through their behaviour (e.g. admin staff, students).  Based on findings that students’ perceptions of the credibility of GTAs can be influenced by the non-verbal behaviour of GTAs (Kendall & Schussler, 2012) as well as factors such as their attire (Roach, 1997), it would be beneficial to explore the perceptions that staff and students hold of GTAs. Whilst this has been explored through survey studies (e.g. Muzaka, 2009; Park, 2002), a deeper level of data could be obtained through the focus group methods adopted in the present study.
	The positioning of GTAs as a ‘halfway house’ between academics and students has been highlighted in the literature as a key concern. However, the detailed perspectives analysed through the present study suggest another interpretation. GTAs demonstrate identity malleability; they can strategically adjust their most salient identity.  It is clearly not as simple as being ‘neither fish nor fowl’ (Park, 2002), or as having a stable identity as somewhere in between. Thus, they are sometimes fish and sometimes fowl, and this is an important dimension of their ongoing identity work. Our data revealed several factors that influence the identity of GTAs, including experience and interactions with others (see Figure 1). It is important to acknowledge that there are potentially many further factors that influence identity (for example the influence of faculty members and the wider teaching culture) which could be explored in future. 
INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE
This conception of the identity of GTAs reflects the concept of ‘liminality’. Thus, a model of the identity of GTAs that moves beyond either ‘possessing’ or ‘lacking’ an identity to viewing the identity of GTAs as very much in a state of transition and construction seems to effectively represent the perspectives of the GTAs. This phenomenon is well-represented in the literature on liminality: ‘the transition can be protracted, over considerable periods of time, and involve oscillation between states, often with temporary regression to earlier status’ (Meyer & Land, 2005, p. 376).  Previous research has identified that due to this in-between position, students perceive GTAs to hold characteristics that more experienced teachers do not (e.g. more relatable, teaching is more personalised; Kendall & Schussler, 2012). Our data also suggest that GTAs occupy a unique niche and that this can be promoted as a key strength that might support the legitimisation of the prototypical academic role identity. 
Finally, GTAs displayed clear evidence of conflict between emerging teacher and researcher identities. This reflects the struggle evident within personal reflections on the GTA role (e.g. Fairbrother, 2012), and is also evidence at grass roots level of a tension at the research-teaching nexus that is also present in the dialogue of both new (Archer 2008; Smith 2010) and more experienced (Leisyte, Enders & de Boer, 2009) academics. According to Stryker and Burke (2000), in the face of such a conflict between two identities, the individual chooses the one that is most salient, with salience determined by the level of commitment to each possible identity. However, it is possible to activate and synthesise multiple identities in the same situation (Marginson, 1997). Finding ways for GTAs to experience more instances of this synthesis is a key challenge for the future. Indeed, as argued by Colbeck (2008, p. 14), ‘Educating doctoral students to find the synergistic connections between their multiple academic identities is a way of “reprofessionalising” academic work, one student at a time’.
Chadha (2013) argues that research on UK GTAs is underdeveloped. Recent work (e.g. Keefer, 2015; Raineri, 2015), together with this study, provide useful theoretical frameworks around which to base such research. Perspectives that emphasise the fluidity of identity (e.g. role identity theory, liminality, identity work), enable exploration of the ongoing identity work in which GTAs are engaged as they begin teaching, develop experience and potentially transition from GTA to lecturer. 
 Whilst the present study is exploratory and small in scale, it adds to a growing body of work conceptualising doctoral study as relating to liminality and identity oscillation (Jazvac-Martek, 2009; Keefer, 2015; Raineri, 2015). A strength of the present study was the use of activity-oriented focus groups to capture data. The credibility of the data was enhanced by not surveying issues of identity per se, but to allow any such issues to emerge within participants’ broader narratives. 
	Limitations of the study include the focus on GTAs working in one discipline. Despite clear links between the current findings and research with GTAs in different institutions and in research using different methods (e.g. Cho et al., 2011; Muzaka, 2009; Park, 2002), teaching expectations and experiences will likely differ across disciplines and HEIs, and this must be considered in drawing implications from the current research. We acknowledge that the experience of GTAs may also differ according to aspects like maturity and previous teaching experience. 

Implications for training and development
	  The findings from this and other studies (e.g. Jazvac-Martek, 2009) indicate that the field might benefit from recognising the identity malleability of GTAs; rather than occupying an ‘ambiguous niche’ (Vaughan, 1998), there is a uniqueness to their position which enables them to engage in identity work. Understanding and framing the GTA experience from this perspective is likely to be of benefit for training and professional development, as well as supporting the confidence of GTAs, which seems to be important for the legitimisation of role identity.  For example, an emphasis on the GTA role as part of an ‘academic apprenticeship’ journey might assist GTAs to conceptualise their own development more positively. Furthermore, emphasising those aspects of GTAs’ position that are unique to their status, frames the perennial ‘neither fish nor fowl’ issue in a more positive light, and comes with the added benefit of encouraging GTAs to reflect on their interactions with both students and faculty members, and the most appropriate strategies to deploy in each situation. These approaches have the potential to better support and nurture the emerging academic identity that is the product of ongoing identity work through this critical period of liminality.
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Fig 1 Influences on identity within the liminal space between student and academic identity


Appendix 1: Example ‘problem statements’ used in the ranking activity 
I don’t feel I have the necessary expertise to mark student work 
The work I do is not appreciated


Appendix 2: Sentence completion stems

1.	What I most enjoy about being a GTA is…
2.	What I find hardest about being a GTA is…










^1	  In Australia and New Zealand, such roles are more likely to be referred to as ‘tutors’.
^2	  The notion of ‘Identity Work’ (e.g. Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003) represents the conception of identity as constantly in flux; identity in this sense is not something to be ‘possessed’ but something that emerges from activities, discourses and events and is subject to constant development and revision. In the process of active construction and negotiation of identity, individuals are said to be engaged in identity work (see Harrison, Clarke, Reeve & Edwards, 2003, for a discussion of this concept as it pertains to work in Education). 
^3	  A single discipline area at a single research site has the benefit for providing a ‘bounded setting’ (Jazvac-Martek, 2009) which avoids issues relating to differing understandings of terminology, concepts etc.
^4	  The statements used in this activity were adapted from responses given by a previous cohort of GTAs from the same department in an unpublished survey of their experiences. 
^5	  As Colucci (2007) indicates, the purpose of using activities is to elicit rich discussion, rather than the content of the activity being the primary focus. Thus, the purpose of requiring participants to reach an agreement on their rating of each statement was to enable them to surface their perspectives during the process of the negotiation.
^6	  Participants are represented by pseudonyms throughout.
